Introduction {#s1}
============

Neurodegenerative disease leads to either severe disability or death for a significant proportion of the world\'s population. For example, in regards to cognitive disease, it is estimated that greater than twenty-four million people are afflicted with Alzheimer\'s disease, pre-senile dementia, and associated disease that involve memory loss [@pone.0045456-Bajda1], [@pone.0045456-Enz1], [@pone.0045456-Maiese1]. Although multiple factors may contribute to the onset and progression of neurodegenerative disease, oxidative stress is considered to be an important component in neurodegenerative disorders. Oxidative stress can lead to cognitive disorders [@pone.0045456-Chong1], [@pone.0045456-Srivastava1], [@pone.0045456-Zhang1], movement disorders [@pone.0045456-Srivastava1], [@pone.0045456-Chong2], [@pone.0045456-Shacka1], and neurovascular complications associated with metabolic disease [@pone.0045456-Kashihara1], [@pone.0045456-Maiese2], [@pone.0045456-Yang1].

Given that effective treatments for the majority of neurodegenerative disorders do not exist, new strategies that can offer protection in the nervous system during oxidative stress are of great interest [@pone.0045456-Kumral1], [@pone.0045456-Maiese3]. In particular, erythropoietin (EPO) represents a novel therapy that may provide robust protection for both neuronal and non-neuronal cells in the nervous system. EPO prevents neuronal cell injury [@pone.0045456-Chong3], [@pone.0045456-Chong4], [@pone.0045456-Digicaylioglu1], [@pone.0045456-Park1], [@pone.0045456-Ruscher1], [@pone.0045456-Simon1], [@pone.0045456-Velly1], maintains vascular integrity [@pone.0045456-Chong5], [@pone.0045456-Chong6], [@pone.0045456-Xu1], [@pone.0045456-Yamada1], and modulates inflammatory cell activation [@pone.0045456-Hamed1], [@pone.0045456-Loeliger1], [@pone.0045456-Shang1], [@pone.0045456-Solling1]. EPO promotes cellular survival through the phosphatidylinositol-3-kinase (PI 3-K) and protein kinase B (Akt) pathways [@pone.0045456-Chong7], [@pone.0045456-Hou1], [@pone.0045456-Su1], [@pone.0045456-Takeyama1]. More recent studies have demonstrated that EPO also relies upon mammalian target of rapamycin (mTOR) signaling to modulate inflammatory cell survival [@pone.0045456-Shang1], [@pone.0045456-Shang2], osteoblastogenesis, and osteoclastogenesis [@pone.0045456-Kim1].

In a number of scenarios, mTOR activation may be necessary to prevent apoptotic neuronal cell death during oxidative stress. Cell death following exposure to oxidative stress in dopaminergic neurons can be prevented during application of agents that increase mTOR activity [@pone.0045456-Choi1]. In contrast, loss of mTOR activity during oxidative stress leads to apoptotic neuronal death [@pone.0045456-Chen1] and injury in non-neuronal inflammatory cells [@pone.0045456-Shang2], [@pone.0045456-Chong8]. One of the central pathways that can control mTOR signaling is the proline rich Akt substrate 40 kDa (PRAS40). Through mTOR Complex 1 (mTORC1), PRAS40 prevents mTOR activity and inhibits the binding of the downstream mTOR proteins p70 ribosomal S6 kinase (p70S6K) and the eukaryotic initiation factor 4E-binding protein 1 (4EBP1) to Raptor [@pone.0045456-Sancak1], [@pone.0045456-Wang1], [@pone.0045456-Wang2]. PRAS40 activity is inhibited during post-translational phosphorylation [@pone.0045456-Chong9] and this has been associated with increased cell survival [@pone.0045456-Das1], [@pone.0045456-Kapoor1], [@pone.0045456-Wang3]. We therefore examined if PRAS40 was a critical regulatory pathway for EPO to foster neuroprotection during oxidative stress. We show that in a model of oxygen-glucose deprivation (OGD) that can lead to oxidative stress [@pone.0045456-Furuichi1], [@pone.0045456-Weih1], EPO activates mTOR signaling through PI 3-K/Akt pathways to phosphorylate p70S6K and 4EBP1 that is necessary for protection in differentiated SH-SY5Y cells. EPO controls cell survival and mTOR activity through the post-translational phosphorylation of PRAS40 and the binding of PRAS40 to 14-3-3 protein. Furthermore, inhibition of PRAS40 is an integral cytoprotective component of EPO that can increase cell survival and limit apoptotic caspase 3 activity independent of other protective pathways of EPO that involve extracellular signal related kinase (ERK 1/2) and signal transducer and activator of transcription (STAT5). Our work highlights PRAS40 in the cytoprotective pathways of EPO as a potential target for novel therapeutic strategies directed against degenerative disorders.

Materials and Methods {#s2}
=====================

Human neuroblastoma SH-SY5Y cell culture and differentiation {#s2a}
------------------------------------------------------------

Per our prior protocols [@pone.0045456-Balan1], [@pone.0045456-Chong10], human adrenergic neuroblastoma SH-SY5Y cells were purchased from ATCC (American Type Culture Collection) and maintained in regular Dulbecco\'s modified Eagle medium (DMEM) (Life Technologies Corp, Carlsbad, CA), supplemented with 10% heat-inactivated fetal bovine serum, 1 mM pyruvate, 1.5 g/L sodium bicarbonate, 100 IU/ml penicillin, 100 µg/ml streptomycin at 37°C in 95%/5% (v/v) mixture of humidified atmospheric air and CO~2~. Cell suspension was prepared at a density of 3--4×10^4^ (24 well plate) or 1--1.5×10^5^ (35 mm^2^ Petri dish). When confluent at 50--60%, cells were differentiated by MEM growth medium containing 10 μM all-trans retinoic acid (RA) (Sigma, St. Louis, MO) for 48 h. Experiments were initiated until cells grew to 60% -- 70% confluence between passages 4--10 after differentiation.

Experimental treatments {#s2b}
-----------------------

Per our prior experimental protocols, oxygen-glucose deprivation (OGD) in SH-SY5Y cells was performed by replacing the media of the cultures in 35 mm^2^ dishes with cells of 60--70% confluence with glucose-free Hank\'s balanced salt solution (HBSS) containing 116 mmol/l NaCl, 5.4 mmol/l KCl, 0.8 mmol/l MgSO~4~, 1 mmol/l NaH~2~PO~4~, 0.9 mmol/l CaCl~2~, and 10 mg/l phenol red (pH 7.4). SH-SY5Y cultures were then placed into a Bactron II anaerobic glove box (Sheldon manufacturing, Inc, Cornelius, OR) and were maintained in an anoxic environment (95% N~2~ and 5% CO~2~) at 37°C for 6 hours. Following this period, the cultures were removed from the anoxic chamber and the glucose-free HBSS was replaced with media containing Dulbecco\'s modified Eagle medium (DMEM) (Life Technologies Corp, Carlsbad, CA), supplemented with 10% heat-inactivated fetal bovine serum, 1 mM pyruvate, 1.5 g/L sodium bicarbonate, 100 IU/ml penicillin, and 100 µg/ml streptomycin and maintained at 37°C in 95%/5% (v/v) mixture of humidified atmospheric air and CO~2~. For treatments applied prior to OGD, erythropoietin (Sigma, St. Louis, MO), the phosphatidylinositol-3-kinase (PI 3-K) inhibitors wortmannin (0.5 μM, EMD Biochemicals Inc, Gibbstown, NJ) and LY294002 (10 μM, Sigma, St Louis, MO), extracellular signal-regulated kinase (ERK) inhibitor 3-(2-aminoethyl)-5-((4-ethoxyphenyl) methylene)-2,4-thiazolidinedione (ERK-1) (100 μM) (EMD Biochemicals Inc, Gibbstown, NJ), HCl (ERK-I) (EMD Biochemicals Inc, Gibbstown, NJ), and signal transducer and activator of transcription- 5 (STAT5) inhibitor N′-((4-Oxo-4H-chromen-3-yl)methylene) nicotinohydrazide (STAT5-I) (100 μM) (EMD Biochemicals Inc, Gibbstown, NJ) were each administered directly to the cultures 1 hour prior to OGD and treatments were continuous.

Assessment of cell survival {#s2c}
---------------------------

SH-SY5Y cell injury was determined by bright field microscopy using a 0.4% trypan blue dye exclusion method 24 hours following treatment with OGD per our previous protocols [@pone.0045456-Chong6], [@pone.0045456-Chong11]. For each experimental condition, 8×35 mm^2^ dishes were used, and for each dish, the mean survival was determined by counting eight randomly selected non-overlapping fields with each containing approximately 20 cells (viable + non-viable). Each experiment was replicated 6 times with different cultures.

Assessment of DNA Fragmentation {#s2d}
-------------------------------

Genomic DNA fragmentation was determined by the terminal deoxynucleotidyl transferase nick end labeling (TUNEL) assay [@pone.0045456-Balan1], [@pone.0045456-Chong12], [@pone.0045456-Shang3]. Briefly, SH-SY5Y cells were fixed in 4% paraformaldehyde/0.2% picric acid/0.05% glutaraldehyde and the 3′-hydroxy ends of cut DNA were labeled with biotinylated dUTP using the enzyme terminal deoxytransferase (Promega, Madison, WI) followed by streptavidin-peroxidase and visualized with 3,3′-diaminobenzidine (Vector Laboratories, Burlingame, CA).

Expression of mTOR, p70S6K, Akt1, STAT5, 4EBP1, PRAS40, ERK1/2, and caspase 3 with relevant phosphorylated moieties {#s2e}
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Cells were homogenized and following protein determination, each sample (25--50 μg/lane) was then subjected to 7.5% (p-mTOR, mTOR, p-p70S6K, p70S6K, p-Akt1, Akt1, and p-STAT5, STAT5) or 12.5% (p-4EBP1, 4EBP1, PRAS40, p-PRAS40, ERK 1/2, p-ERK 1/2, and caspase 3) SDS-polyacrylamide gel electrophoresis separation. After blocking for 1 hour at room temperature with 5% skim milk, the membranes were incubated overnight at 4°C with a rabbit antibody against (p-  =  phosphorylated) p-mTOR (Ser ^2448^, 1∶1000), mTOR (1∶1000), p-p70S6K (Thr^389^, 1∶1000), p70S6K (1∶1000), p-Akt1 (Ser^473^, 1∶1000), Akt1 (1∶1000), p-STAT5 (Tyr^694^, 1∶1000), STAT5 (1∶1000), p-4EBP1 (Ser ^65^/Thr^70^, 1∶1000), 4EBP1 (1∶1000), PRAS40 (1∶1000), p-PRAS40 (Thr^246^, 1∶1000), p-ERK 1/2 (Thr^202^/Tyr^204^), and cleaved caspase 3 (1∶1000). All antibodies were obtained from Cell Signaling, Beverly, MA. Following incubation, the membranes were incubated with a horseradish peroxidase (HRP) conjugated secondary antibody goat anti-rabbit IgG (goat anti-rabbit IgG, 1∶5000, Thermo Scientific, Rockford, IL). The antibody-reactive bands were revealed by chemiluminescence (Amersham Pharmacia Biotech, Piscataway, NJ) and band density was performed using the public domain NIH Image program (developed at the U.S. National Institutes of Health and available at <http://rsb.info.nih.gov/nih-image/>).

*In vitro* assay of phosphorylation of mTOR and PRAS40 {#s2f}
------------------------------------------------------

Recombinant human mTOR (EMD Biochemicals Inc, Gibbstown, NJ) or PRAS40 protein (Enzo Life Sciences, Plymouth Meeting, PA) 1 μg was incubated with 10 ng/ml EPO for 30 min at 30°C under continuous agitation in 30 μl kinase buffer containing 200 μM ATP (Cell Signaling Technology, Beverly, MA). Samples were analyzed by Western blot analysis using SDS-polyacrylamide gel and rabbit antibody against p-mTOR (Ser ^2448^) or p-PRAS40 (Thr^246^) (Cell Signaling Technology, Beverly, MA).

Gene silencing of *Akt1* and *PRAS40* with small interfering RNA (siRNA) {#s2g}
------------------------------------------------------------------------

Cells were plated into 35 mm dishes or 24-well plates. To silence *Akt1* and *PRAS40* gene expression, commercial reagents using the SMARTpool Akt1 siRNA kit (Millipore, Billerica, MA) and siRNA pool for PRAS40 (Santa Cruz, Santa Cruz, CA) were used respectively. Transfection of siRNA duplexes was performed with Lipofectamine 2000 reagent according to manufacturer guidelines (Life Technologies, Carlsbad, CA). Experimental assays were performed 72 hours post-transfection. For each siRNA assay, scrambled siRNA was used as control.

Immunoprecipitation of 14-3-3, mTOR or PRAS40 {#s2h}
---------------------------------------------

Cell lysates of total protein (200 μg) were incubated with primary antibody against protein 14-3-3 (1∶100, Santa Cruz Biotech, Santa Cruz, CA) or mTOR (1∶100, Cell Signaling Technology, Beverly, MA) overnight at 4°C. The complexes were collected with protein A/G-agarose beads, centrifuged, and then prepared for 14-3-3, mTOR, PRAS40, and p-PRAS40 western analysis.

Statistical analysis {#s2i}
--------------------

For each experiment, the mean and standard deviation (SD) was determined. Statistical differences among groups were assessed by means of analysis of variance (ANOVA) with the post-hoc Dunnett\'s test. Statistical significance was considered at P\<0.05.

Results {#s3}
=======

EPO prevents cellular injury and apoptotic genomic DNA degradation during oxygen glucose deprivation (OGD) {#s3a}
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

EPO (10 ng/ml) was administered to cell cultures 1 hour prior to a 6 hour period of OGD and cell injury was determined 24 hours later through trypan blue dye exclusion method and TUNEL assay. This concentration of EPO was chosen since it previously was shown to provide significant cytoprotection in neuronal cells and vascular cells [@pone.0045456-Chong5], [@pone.0045456-Chong6], [@pone.0045456-Chong12], [@pone.0045456-Chong13]. In [Figures 1A and 1B](#pone-0045456-g001){ref-type="fig"}, untreated SH-SY5Y cells were not significantly stained with trypan blue and TUNEL, but exposure to OGD resulted in significant trypan blue staining and nuclear DNA damage 24 hours following OGD exposure in neurons. In contrast, EPO (10 ng/ml) significantly reduced trypan blue staining and nuclear DNA degradation.

EPO provides cellular protection through mTOR and its signaling pathways {#s3b}
------------------------------------------------------------------------

Application of rapamycin (50 nM) or transfection with mTOR siRNA during EPO (10 ng/ml) exposure increased cell injury and DNA fragmentation following OGD when compared to OGD exposure alone ([Figures 1A and 1B](#pone-0045456-g001){ref-type="fig"}). Protection by EPO was significantly reduced during blockade of mTOR and its signaling pathways, suggesting that EPO relies upon mTOR to offer cellular protection during oxidant stress. As a control, non-specific scrambled siRNA during EPO treatment did not alter survival or DNA fragmentation when compared to EPO treatment and OGD exposure alone.

![EPO promotes cellular protection through mTOR activation and phosphorylation of p70S6K and 4EBP1.\
(**A**) EPO (10 ng/ml) was applied to SH-SY5Y cultures 1 hour prior to a 6 hour-period of OGD and cell survival and DNA fragmentation was determined 24 hours later through trypan blue dye exclusion (TB) and TUNEL assay. Representative images show that EPO significantly reduces trypan blue and TUNEL staining following OGD. However, application of the mTOR inhibitor rapamycin (50 nM) or transfection of mTOR siRNA prior to EPO administration resulted in the loss of EPO cytoprotection during OGD. (**B**) Quantitative results illustrate that EPO (10 ng/ml) significantly reduces percent cell staining of trypan blue (TB) and TUNEL in SH-SY5Y cells 24 hours following OGD. Rapamycin (50 nM) or mTOR siRNA transfection prior to OGD attenuated the ability of EPO to offer cytoprotection during OGD leading to an increase in the percent staining of trypan blue and TUNEL. Transfection of scrambled siRNA did not alter EPO cytoprotection or cell injury when compared to treatment with EPO or OGD alone (\**P*\<0.01 vs. OGD; ^†^ *P*\<0.01 vs. EPO/OGD). For **B**, each data point represents the mean and SD from 6 experiments. (**C**) Western blot was performed for phosphorylated (p-) mTOR (p-mTOR, Ser^2448^), phosphorylated (p-)-p70S6K (p-p70S6K, Thr^389^), phosphorylated (p-)-4EBP1 (p-4EBP1, Ser^65^/Thr^70^) in SH-SY5Y cells at 1, 3, or 24 hours (Hrs) following a 6 hour period of OGD exposure. OGD resulted in a transient increase in the expression of p-mTOR, p-p70S6K, and p-4EBP1 at 1 and 3 hours (\**P*\<0.01 vs. Control). (**D**) EPO (10 ng/ml) administration to SH-SY5Y cells significantly increased the expression of p-mTOR, p-p70S6K, and p-4EBP1 3 hours later. EPO (10 ng/ml) applied to SH-SY5Y cells 1 hour prior to a 6 hour period of OGD significantly increased the expression of p-mTOR, p-p70S6K, and p-4EBP1 3 hours following OGD when compared to OGD treated alone (\**P*\<0.01 vs. untreated control; ^†^ *P*\<0.01 vs. OGD treated alone). For **C** and **D**, Cont =  Control and each data point represents the mean and SD from 3 experiments.](pone.0045456.g001){#pone-0045456-g001}

Treatment with EPO leads to mTOR activation and phosphorylation of p70S6K and 4EBP1 {#s3c}
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Given that inhibition of mTOR can block cytoprotection by EPO during OGD, we investigated whether EPO can activate mTOR and control the activity of its downstream targets p70S6K and 4EBP1. The carboxy-terminal (C-terminal) kinase domain of mTOR consists of a conserved sequence with homology to the catalytic domain of phosphoinositide 3 --kinase (PI 3-K) with phosphorylation sites of mTOR for its activation [@pone.0045456-Chong9], [@pone.0045456-Chong14] that include serine^2448^ [@pone.0045456-Reynolds1]. Serine^2448^ is an important target for both Akt and p70S6K [@pone.0045456-Reynolds1], [@pone.0045456-Chiang1]. mTOR phosphorylates and activates p70S6K at threonine^389^ that serves as a marker of mTOR activity [@pone.0045456-Pearson1]. 4EBP1 is phosphorylated by mTOR at serine^65^ and threonine^70^ [@pone.0045456-Magagnin1]. Phosphorylation of 4EBP1 leads to the dissociation of 4EBP1 from eukaryotic translation initiation factor 4 epsilon (eIF4E) to allow the eukaryotic translation initiation factor 4 gamma (eIF4G) to begin mRNA translation [@pone.0045456-Gingras1], [@pone.0045456-Bhandari1].

We assessed the expression of phosphorylated mTOR (p-mTOR, Ser^2448^, active form) and phosphorylated forms of its downstream targets p-p70S6K and p-4EBP1 (p-p70S6K, Thr^389^; p-4EBP1, Ser^65^/Thr^70^) during OGD exposure. In [Figure 1C](#pone-0045456-g001){ref-type="fig"}, the expression of p-mTOR, p-p70S6K, and p-4EBP1 was significantly increased at 1 and 3 hours following OGD exposure, but returned to the level of untreated controls within 24 hours following OGD exposure. In the next series of studies, treatment with EPO (10 ng/ml) alone significantly increased the expression of p-mTOR, p-p70S6K, and p-4EBP1 within 3 hours after EPO exposure ([Figure 1D](#pone-0045456-g001){ref-type="fig"}).

EPO employs mTOR to phosphorylate p70S6K and 4EBP1 {#s3d}
--------------------------------------------------

EPO (10 ng/ml) given 1 hour prior to OGD also significantly increased the expression of phosphorylated p-mTOR, p-p70S6K, and p-4EBP1 3 hours following OGD exposure, illustrating that EPO activates mTOR and p70S6K through phosphorylation but inhibits 4EBP1 activation through phosphorylation. The phosphorylation of mTOR, p70S6K, and 4EBP1 during either exposure to OGD alone or exposure to EPO and OGD were prevented during rapamycin administration or the transfection with mTOR siRNA ([Figure 2A](#pone-0045456-g002){ref-type="fig"}). During loss of mTOR activity or the gene silencing of mTOR, phosphorylation of mTOR, p70S6K, and 4EBP1 is minimal or absent during administration of EPO with OGD, demonstrating that EPO relies upon mTOR to phosphorylate p70S6K and 4EBP1 ([Figure 2A](#pone-0045456-g002){ref-type="fig"}). Furthermore, transfection with mTOR siRNA is confirmed by western analysis to prevent the expression of phosphorylated p-mTOR and total mTOR ([Figure 2A](#pone-0045456-g002){ref-type="fig"}).

![EPO phosphorylation of mTOR, p70S6K, and 4EBP1 is dependent upon PI 3-K and Akt.\
(**A**) Rapamycin (50 nM) administration or mTOR siRNA transfection during OGD exposure alone or treatment with EPO (10 ng/ml) applied 1 hour prior to OGD prevented the phosphorylation (p-) of p-mTOR, p-p70S6K, and p-4EBP1 3 hours following OGD exposure. Transfection with mTOR siRNA also significantly limited the expression of total mTOR (\**P*\<0.01 vs. OGD treated alone; ^†^ *P*\<0.01 vs. EPO/OGD). (**B**) EPO (10 ng/ml) was incubated with recombinant mTOR protein (1 μg) for 30, 60, and 180 min. No significant expression of phosphorylated (p-) mTOR was detected. (**C**) Akt1 siRNA transfection in SH-SY5Y cells prior to OGD or prior to treatment with EPO (10 ng/ml) applied 1 hour prior to OGD significantly reduced the expression of total Akt1, phosphorylated (p-) p-mTOR, p-p70S6K, and p-4EBP1 3 hours following OGD (\**P*\<0.01 vs. OGD treated alone; ^†^ *P*\<0.01 vs. EPO/OGD). (**D**) EPO (10 ng/ml) or EPO combined with wortmannin (500 nM) or LY294002 (20 μM) was applied to SH-SY5Y cells. Western blot analysis was performed to detect the expression of phosphorylated (p-) p-p70S6K and p-4EBP1 3 hours later. EPO phosphorylation (p-) of p-p70S6K and p-4EBP1 was blocked by the PI 3-K inhibitors wortmannin or LY294002 (\**P*\<0.01 vs. EPO treated alone). (**E**) EPO (10 ng/ml) or EPO combined with wortmannin (500 nM) or LY294002 (20 μM) was applied to SH-SY5Y cells 1 hour prior to OGD and western blot was performed to detect the expression phosphorylated (p-) p-p70S6K and p-4EBP1 3 hours following OGD. EPO phosphorylation (p-) of p-p70S6K and p-4EBP1 during OGD was blocked by the PI 3-K inhibitors wortmannin or LY294002 (\**P*\<0.01 vs. OGD treated alone; ^†^ *P*\<0.01 vs. EPO/OGD). In all cases above, each data point represents the mean and SD from 3 experiments.](pone.0045456.g002){#pone-0045456-g002}

Phosphorylation of mTOR, p70S6K, and 4EBP1 by EPO are dependent upon PI 3-K and Akt pathways {#s3e}
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Under some conditions, pathways for cellular proliferation and survival require the involvement of mTOR and phosphoinositide 3 --kinase (PI 3-K)/Akt pathways [@pone.0045456-Sato1]. Since EPO employs mTOR to modulate the phosphorylation of p-p70S6K and p-4EBP1 ([Figure 2A](#pone-0045456-g002){ref-type="fig"}), we assessed whether EPO also relies upon the PI 3-K/Akt pathway to phosphorylate p-p70S6K and p-4EBP1. We initially examined whether EPO could directly phosphorylate mTOR. In [Figure 2B](#pone-0045456-g002){ref-type="fig"}, recombinant mTOR protein was incubated with EPO (10 ng/ml) for 30, 60, and 180 minutes in kinase assay buffer with western analysis subsequently performed. No significant expression of p-mTOR was detected over a 3 hour period of incubation, illustrating that EPO does not directly phosphorylate and activate mTOR. In [Figure 2C](#pone-0045456-g002){ref-type="fig"}, phosphorylation of p-mTOR by EPO (10 ng/ml) during OGD exposure was prevented with application of the PI 3-K inhibitors wortmannin (500 nM) or LY294002 (20 μM), illustrating that EPO phosphorylation of mTOR was dependent upon activation of the PI 3-K pathway. The inhibitor wortmannin forms a covalent link with the lysine residue of PI 3-K [@pone.0045456-Wymann1] and the inhibitor LY294002 (20 μM) reversibly competes for ATP binding to inhibit the PI 3-K pathway [@pone.0045456-Vlahos1]. In addition, transfection of Akt1 siRNA also prevents EPO (10 ng/ml) phosphorylation of p-mTOR, p-p70S6K, and p-4EBP1 during OGD exposure ([Figure 2C](#pone-0045456-g002){ref-type="fig"}), demonstrating that Akt1 also is required for EPO to phosphorylate and activate mTOR as well as phosphorylate p-p70S6K and p-4EBP1. In [Figures 2D and 2E](#pone-0045456-g002){ref-type="fig"}, EPO (10 ng/ml) significantly increased the expression of phosphorylated p-p70S6K and p-4EBP1 alone and during exposure to OGD ([Figures 2D and 2E](#pone-0045456-g002){ref-type="fig"}). However, phosphorylation of p-p70S6K and p-4EBP1 by EPO alone or during OGD exposure was blocked during application of the PI 3-K inhibitors wortmannin (500 nM) and or LY294002 (20 μM), suggesting that EPO also employs the PI 3-K pathway to phosphorylate p70S6K and 4EBP1.

Loss of PRAS40 prevents cell injury, improves EPO cytoprotection, and increases phosphorylation of mTOR, p70S6K, and 4EBP1 {#s3f}
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

PRAS40 can inhibit mTOR signaling by associating with Raptor [@pone.0045456-Wang1], [@pone.0045456-Wang2] and prevent p70S6K and 4EBP1 binding to Raptor [@pone.0045456-Sancak1], [@pone.0045456-Wang2]. We therefore examined whether loss of PRAS40 could alter cell survival and apoptotic DNA degradation following OGD exposure and EPO administration. Cell survival was assessed with trypan dye blue exclusion and DNA degradation with TUNEL 24 hours after OGD exposure. In [Figures 3A and 3B](#pone-0045456-g003){ref-type="fig"}, transfection with PRAS40 siRNA during OGD exposure significantly decreased trypan blue staining and TUNEL staining, illustrating that loss of PRAS40 is protective during OGD exposure. In addition, gene silencing of *PRAS40* during EPO (10 ng/ml) administration and OGD exposure improved cell survival and limited genomic DNA degradation to a greater extent than EPO alone ([Figures 3A and 3B](#pone-0045456-g003){ref-type="fig"}), suggesting that EPO employs inhibition of PRAS40 to some degree to offer cytoprotection during OGD exposure. As a control, non-specific scrambled siRNA during EPO treatment did not alter survival or DNA fragmentation when compared to EPO treatment and OGD exposure alone.

![Loss of PRAS40 prevents cell demise, improves EPO cytoprotection, and increases phosphorylation of mTOR, p70S6K, and 4EBP1.\
(**A**) Representative images of trypan blue (TB) dye staining and TUNEL assay performed 24 hours following OGD exposure in SH-SY5Y cells show that PRAS40 siRNA transfection prior to OGD significantly reduced trypan blue and TUNEL staining and mildly improved cytoprotection by EPO (10 ng/ml) applied 1 hour prior to OGD. (**B**) Quantitative results of cell survival assessed by trypan blue dye exclusion (TB) and DNA fragmentation by TUNEL assay demonstrate that PRAS40 siRNA transfection during OGD alone or during EPO (10 ng/ml) with OGD significantly decreased percent staining of trypan blue and TUNEL 24 hours following OGD (\**P*\<0.01 *vs.* OGD treated alone). Scrambled siRNA transfection did not alter cell injury during OGD exposure or EPO treatment with OGD. (**C and D**) PRAS40 siRNA was transfected into SH-SY5Y cells prior to OGD and western blot analysis for phosphorylated (p-) p-mTOR, p-p70S6K, p-4EBP1, and total PRAS40 was performed in cell extracts at 3 hour following OGD. EPO (10 ng/ml) applied 1 hour prior to OGD significantly increased the expression of p-mTOR, p-p70S6K and p-4EBP1. Transfection with PRAS40 siRNA increased, although the increase is not statistically significant, the expression of p-mTOR, p-p70S6K and p-4EBP1 during OGD alone and during EPO (10 ng/ml) with OGD exposure. Transfection with PRAS40 siRNA significantly limited the expression of total PRAS40. Scrambled siRNA did not alter expression of p-mTOR, p-p70S6K. p-4EBP1, total PRAS40 during OGD alone and during EPO (10 ng/ml) with OGD exposure (\**P*\<0.01 vs. OGD; ^†^ *P*\<0.01 vs. EPO/OGD). In all cases above, each data point represents the mean and SD from 3 experiments.](pone.0045456.g003){#pone-0045456-g003}

In [Figure 3C](#pone-0045456-g003){ref-type="fig"}, we examined the effects of *PRAS40* gene silencing upon the expression of phosphorylated p-mTOR, p-p70S6K, and p-4EBP1 during OGD exposure and exposure to EPO and OGD. Transfection with PRAS40 siRNA significantly limited the expression of PRAS40 protein and increased the phosphorylation of p-mTOR and its activity as suggested by increased phosphorylation of p-p70S6K and p-4EBP1 ([Figure 3C](#pone-0045456-g003){ref-type="fig"}). Loss of PRAS40 with siRNA transfection also increased the phosphorylation of p-mTOR, p-p70S6K, and p-4EBP1 during EPO (10 ng/ml) administration with OGD, suggesting that EPO phosphorylation of mTOR, p70S6K, and 4EBP1 can be fostered by the inhibition or loss of PRAS40 ([Figure 3C](#pone-0045456-g003){ref-type="fig"}). As a control, non-specific scrambled siRNA did not alter mTOR, p70S6K, and 4EBP1 phosphorylation.

EPO maintains PRAS40 phosphorylation through PI 3-K and Akt during OGD exposure {#s3g}
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Western blot analysis for phosphorylated p-PRAS40 (Thr^246^) was performed at 1, 3, and 24 hours following OGD exposure. In [Figure 4A](#pone-0045456-g004){ref-type="fig"}, phosphorylated p-PRAS40 expression was initially increased within 1 hour following OGD exposure, but over a 24 hour course returned to approximately untreated control levels. In contrast, application of EPO (10 ng/ml) during OGD exposure, phosphorylation of PRAS40 was significantly increased and maintained over a 24 hour course when compared to exposure to OGD alone ([Figure 4A](#pone-0045456-g004){ref-type="fig"}). In addition, EPO (10 ng/ml) in normoxic cells not exposed to OGD also significantly increased phosphorylation of PRAS40 within 3 hours of treatment ([Figure 4B](#pone-0045456-g004){ref-type="fig"}). To determine whether EPO could directly phosphorylate PRAS40, we incubated recombinant PRAS40 protein with EPO (10 ng/ml) for 30, 60, and 180 minutes in kinase assay buffer and western analysis was subsequently performed. EPO did not directly phosphorylate PRAS40 over a 3 hour time period ([Figure 4C](#pone-0045456-g004){ref-type="fig"}).

![EPO promotes PRAS40 phosphorylation through PI 3-K and Akt during OGD exposure.\
(**A**) Western blot analysis was performed for phosphorylated (p-)-PRAS40 (p-PRAS40, Thr^246^) in SH-SY5Y cells at 1, 3, or 24 hours (hrs) following OGD exposure. EPO (10 ng/ml) applied to cell cultures 1 hour prior to OGD maintained p-PRAS40 expression at significant levels over 24 hours following OGD (\**P*\<0.01 vs. Control; ^†^ *P*\<0.01 vs. OGD at corresponding time points). (**B**) EPO (10 ng/ml) applied to SH-SY5Y cells significantly increased the expression of phosphorylated (p-) p-PRAS40 3 hours later. EPO (10 ng/ml) applied to SH-SY5Y cultures 1 hour prior OGD significantly increased the expression of p-PRAS40 3 hours following OGD (\**P*\<0.01 vs. untreated control; ^†^ *P*\<0.01 vs. OGD treated alone). (**C**) EPO (10 ng/ml) was incubated with recombinant PRAS40 protein for 30, 60, and 180 min. No significant expression of phosphorylated (p-) PRAS40 was detected. (**D**) EPO (10 ng/ml) or EPO combined with the P I3-K inhibitors wortmannin (500 nM) or LY294002 (20 μM) were applied to SH-SY5Y cells and western blot analysis for phosphorylated (p-) p-PRAS40 and p-Akt1 (p-Akt1, Ser^473^) was performed 3 hours later. Wortmannin or LY294002 prevented the expression of p-PRAS40 and p-Akt1 during EPO (10 ng/ml) administration (\**P*\<0.01 vs. untreated control; ^†^ *P*\<0.01 vs. EPO treated alone). (**E**) EPO (10 ng/ml) was applied to SH-SY5Y cells 1 hour prior to OGD and western blot analysis for phosphorylated (p) p-PRAS40 and p-Akt1 was performed 3 hours following OGD. EPO significantly increased the expression of p-PRAS40 and p-Akt1 during OGD exposure. Wortmannin or LY294002 prevented the phosphorylation of PRAS40 and Akt1 during EPO administration following OGD (\**P*\<0.01 vs. OGD treated alone; ^†^ *P*\<0.01 vs. EPO/OGD). (**F**) Transfection of Akt1 siRNA prior to the application of EPO (10 ng/ml) in SH-SY5Y cells significantly limited the expression of Akt1 and significantly reduced the expression of phosphorylated (p-) p-PRAS40 3 hours after administration of EPO. Scrambled siRNA transfection did not alter the expression of Akt1 and p-PRAS40 during EPO application (\**P*\<0.01 vs. untreated control; ^†^ *P*\<0.01 vs. EPO treated alone). (**G**) Akt1 siRNA was transfected into SH-SY5Y cells prior to EPO (10 ng/ml) application and OGD exposure. Western analysis expression of phosphorylated (p-) p-PRAS40 and Akt1 was determined 3 hour following OGD. EPO (10 ng/ml) increased p-PRAS40 expression following OGD. Transfection of Akt1 siRNA significantly limited p-PRAS40 expression during OGD alone and during EPO treatment with OGD (\**P*\<0.01 vs. OGD; ^†^ *P*\<0.01 vs. EPO/OGD). In all cases above, each data point represents the mean and SD from 3 experiments.](pone.0045456.g004){#pone-0045456-g004}

We next examined the role of the PI 3-K pathway for EPO to phosphorylate PRAS40. EPO (10 ng/ml) was administered without ([Figure 4D](#pone-0045456-g004){ref-type="fig"}) and with OGD exposure ([Figure 4E](#pone-0045456-g004){ref-type="fig"}) and the expression of phosphorylated p-PRAS40 and phosphorylated Akt1 (p-Akt1) was determined 3 hours later. EPO significantly increased the expression of both p-PRAS40 and p-Akt1 either alone or in the presence of OGD exposure ([Figures 4D and 4E](#pone-0045456-g004){ref-type="fig"}). Yet, co-administration of the PI 3-K inhibitors wortmannin (500 nM) or LY294002 (20 μM) prevented EPO from significantly phosphorylating PRAS40 or Akt1 either alone or during OGD exposure ([Figures 4D and 4E](#pone-0045456-g004){ref-type="fig"}), illustrating that EPO was dependent upon the PI 3-K pathway to phosphorylate PRAS40.

To assess whether Akt1 played a role during EPO phosphorylation of PRAS40, we examined the effects of gene silencing of *Akt1* on PRAS40 phosphorylation during EPO administration alone and during EPO application with OGD exposure. In [Figures 4F and 4G](#pone-0045456-g004){ref-type="fig"}, transfection with Akt1 siRNA significantly prevented the expression of Akt1 during EPO administration alone and during OGD exposure. In addition, gene silencing of *Akt1* eliminated the ability of EPO to phosphorylate PRAS40 without OGD exposure and during OGD exposure, illustrating that EPO also relies upon Akt1 to phosphorylate PRAS40 ([Figures 4F and 4G](#pone-0045456-g004){ref-type="fig"}). Non-specific scrambled siRNA did not alter PRAS40 phosphorylation illustrating the specificity for Akt1 in relation to PRAS40 phosphorylation.

EPO promotes PRAS40 binding to 14-3-3 protein that is PI 3-K dependent {#s3h}
----------------------------------------------------------------------

The PI 3-K/Akt pathway can phosphorylate threonine^246^ on PRAS40 and result in the dissociation of PRAS40 from the mTOR complex mTORC1 [@pone.0045456-Sancak1]. This ultimately leads to the binding of phosphorylated PRAS40 to the docking protein 14-3-3 to inhibit PRAS40 and activate mTOR signaling [@pone.0045456-Kovacina1], [@pone.0045456-VanderHaar1]. We therefore examined whether EPO alone or during OGD exposure altered the binding of PRAS40 to protein 14-3-3 by immunoprecipitation. EPO (10 ng/ml) significantly increased the expression of p-PRAS40 in the lysate that was immunoprecipitated by antibody against 14-3-3 protein, but decreased the expression of PRAS40 in the lysate that was immunoprecipitated by anti-mTOR the antibody ([Figure 5A](#pone-0045456-g005){ref-type="fig"}), suggesting that EPO dissociates PRAS40 from mTOR and increases the binding of p-PRAS40 to protein 14-3-3. Application of EPO with the PI 3-K inhibitors wortmannin (500 nM) or LY294002 (20 μM) reduced the expression of p-PRAS40 in the lysate that was immunoprecipitated by antibody against 14-3-3 protein and increased the expression of PRAS40 in the lysate that was immunoprecipitated by anti-mTOR antibody ([Figure 5A](#pone-0045456-g005){ref-type="fig"}), illustrating that EPO relies upon the PI 3-K pathway to foster PRAS40 binding to 14-3-3. Inhibition of the mTOR pathway with application of rapamycin (50 nM) did not alter the ability of EPO to promote PRAS40 binding to protein 14-3-3, further supporting the role of the PI 3-K pathway that is responsible for phosphorylation of PRAS40 ([Figures 4D and 4E](#pone-0045456-g004){ref-type="fig"}). In [Figure 5B](#pone-0045456-g005){ref-type="fig"}, EPO (10 ng/ml) during OGD exposure also significantly increased the binding of p-PRAS40 to 14-3-3 protein. Furthermore, EPO treatment during OGD with the PI 3-K inhibitors wortmannin (500 nM) or LY294002 (20 μM) limited PRAS40 binding to 14-3-3 protein ([Figure 5B](#pone-0045456-g005){ref-type="fig"}), demonstrating that EPO during OGD exposure also relies upon the PI 3-K pathway to promote PRAS40 binding to 14-3-3.

![EPO promotes the binding of PRAS40 to protein 14-3-3 through PI 3-K.\
(**A**) EPO (10 ng/ml) or EPO combined with wortmannin (500 nM), LY294002 (20 μM) or rapamycin (50 nM) was applied to SH-SY5Y cells and cell extracts 3 hours later were immunoprecipitated by antibodies against protein 14-3-3 or mTOR. Western blot analysis was performed to detect the expression phosphorylated (p-) p-PRAS40 and total PRAS40 in the precipitates (\**P*\<0.01 vs. untreated control; ^†^ *P*\<0.01 vs. EPO treated alone). Application of EPO increased the expression of p-PRAS40 in the precipitate. In contrast, wortmannin or LY294002 significantly reduced expression of p-PRAS40 in the precipitate. (**B**) EPO (10 ng/ml) or EPO combined with wortmannin (500 nM) or LY294002 (20 μM) was applied to SH-SY5Y cells 1 hour prior to OGD and cell extracts 3 hours following OGD were immunoprecipitated by antibodies against protein 14-3-3 or mTOR. Western blot analysis was performed to detect the expression phosphorylated (p-) p-PRAS40 and total PRAS40 in the precipitates (\**P*\<0.01 vs. OGD; ^†^ *P*\<0.01 vs. EPO/OGD). Application of EPO increased the expression of p-PRAS40 in the precipitate during OGD. In contrast, wortmannin or LY294002 significantly reduced expression of p-PRAS40 in the precipitate during OGD. In all cases above, each data point represents the mean and SD from 3 experiments.](pone.0045456.g005){#pone-0045456-g005}

EPO and gene suppression of PRAS40 limit caspase 3 activation during OGD {#s3i}
------------------------------------------------------------------------

Since EPO can modulate apoptotic cell injury and DNA degradation by limiting caspase activation [@pone.0045456-Park1], [@pone.0045456-Chong5], [@pone.0045456-Hou1], [@pone.0045456-Chong13], [@pone.0045456-Ammar1], [@pone.0045456-Canadillas1], we assessed whether PRAS40 played a role in this mechanism of cytoprotection by EPO. The expression of cleaved (active) caspase 3 on western analysis was assessed at 6 hours following OGD exposure and demonstrates significant caspase 3 activity ([Figures 6A and 6B](#pone-0045456-g006){ref-type="fig"}). Treatment with EPO (10 ng/ml) prevented caspase 3 activation following OGD exposure. In addition, transfection with PRAS40 siRNA significantly decreased caspase 3 activation after OGD exposure and further prevented caspase 3 activation during EPO treatment following OGD exposure ([Figures 6A and 6B](#pone-0045456-g006){ref-type="fig"}), suggesting that EPO relies in part on the inhibition of PRAS40 to prevent caspase 3 activation during OGD exposure. Non-specific scrambled siRNA did not alter caspase 3 activity during OGD exposure.

![EPO and gene silencing of PRAS40 reduce caspase-3 activation during OGD.\
(**A**) EPO (10 ng/ml) was applied 1 hour prior to OGD in SH-SY5Y cells. Western blot analysis was performed for the cleaved fragments of caspase 3 with a antibody that identifies both the 19 kDa and 17 kDa fragments of caspase 3 hours following OGD exposure. PRAS40 siRNA transfection significantly reduced the expression of caspase 3 cleaved fragments during OGD exposure and during EPO administration with OGD exposure. (**B**) Quantitative results of the band density of the western blot analysis for caspase 3 fragments show that PRAS40 siRNA transfection significantly reduced the expression of caspase 3 cleaved fragments during OGD exposure and during EPO administration with OGD exposure (\**P*\<0.01 vs. untreated control; ^†^ *P*\<0.01 vs. OGD treated alone). Scrambled siRNA transfection did not alter the expression of the caspase 3 fragments during OGD alone or during EPO with OGD. PRAS40 siRNA transfection did not significantly alter caspase 3 fragment expression in untreated cells when compared to cells receiving no treatments. Each data point represents the mean and SD from 3 experiments.](pone.0045456.g006){#pone-0045456-g006}

EPO linked pathways of ERK 1/2 and STAT5 do not alter phosphorylation of PRAS40 {#s3j}
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Prior studies have demonstrated that EPO can activate extracellular signal related kinase (ERK 1/2) [@pone.0045456-Chong7], [@pone.0045456-Wang4], [@pone.0045456-Xie1] and signal transducer and activator of transcription (STAT5) [@pone.0045456-Chong7], [@pone.0045456-Ji1] that may contribute to increased cellular survival during oxidative stress. We therefore investigated whether ERK 1/2 and STAT5 could modulate phosphorylation of PRAS40. Western blot for phosphorylated p-ERK 1/2 (Thr ^202/204^) and phosphorylated p-STAT5 (Tyr^694^) (activate forms of ERK ½ and STAT5) were performed at 1, 3, and 24 hors following OGD exposure. As shown in [Figures 7A and 7C](#pone-0045456-g007){ref-type="fig"}, the expression of p-ERK 1/2 and p-STAT5 was initially increased at 1 and 3 hours following OGD exposure. Treatment with EPO (10 ng/ml) further significantly increased the expression of p-ERK 1/2 and p-STAT5 during these time periods following OGD exposure, illustrating that EPO increases the activation of these pathways. In addition, the ability of EPO to increase phosphorylation of ERK 1/2 and STAT5 during OGD exposure was eliminated during application of the ERK inhibitor ERK-I (100 μM) [@pone.0045456-Muller1] and the STAT5 inhibitor STAT5-I (100 μM) [@pone.0045456-Hancock1] ([Figures 7B and 7D](#pone-0045456-g007){ref-type="fig"}). However, application of the ERK inhibitor ERK-I (100 μM) and the STAT5 inhibitor STAT5-I (100 μM) during EPO administration and OGD exposure did not alter the ability of EPO to phosphorylate PRAS40, illustrating that EPO does not rely upon ERK 1/2 or STAT5 to modulate the phosphorylation and activity of PRAS40 ([Figures 7B and 7D](#pone-0045456-g007){ref-type="fig"}).

![EPO pathways of ERK 1/2 and STAT5 do not alter phosphorylation of PRAS40.\
(**A**) Western blot analysis for phosphorylated (p-) ERK 1/2 (p-ERK 1/2, Thr^202^/Tyr^204^) in SH-SY5Y cells was performed at 1, 3, or 24 hours (hr) following OGD. EPO (10 ng/ml) that was applied to cell cultures 1 hour prior to OGD significantly increased p-ERK 1/2 expression at 1 and 3 hours following OGD (\**P*\<0.01 vs. Control; ^†^ *P*\<0.01 vs. OGD at corresponding time points). (**B**) EPO (10 ng/ml) that was applied to SH-SY5Y cells significantly increased the expression of phosphorylated (p-) p-ERK 1/2 either alone or during OGD exposure 3 hours later. Expression of p-ERK 1/2 was significantly limited during the application of the ERK inhibitor (ERK-I, 100 μM) applied to cultures 30 min prior to EPO administration. Inhibition of ERK 1/2 did not alter the ability of EPO to significantly phosphorylate (p-) p-PRAS40 with or without OGD exposure (\**P*\<0.01 vs. EPO; ^†^ *P*\<0.01 vs. EPO/OGD). (**C**) Western blot analysis for phosphorylated (p-) STAT5 (p-STAT5, Tyr^694^) in SH-SY5Y cells was performed at 1, 3, or 24 hours (hr) following OGD. EPO (10 ng/ml) that was applied to cell cultures 1 hour prior to OGD significantly increased p-STAT5 expression at 1 and 3 hours following OGD (\**P*\<0.01 vs. Control; ^†^ *P*\<0.01 vs. OGD at corresponding time points). (**D**) EPO (10 ng/ml) that was applied to SH-SY5Y cells significantly increased the expression of phosphorylated (p-) p-STAT5 either alone or during OGD exposure 3 hours later. Expression of p-STAT5 was significantly limited during the application of the STAT5 inhibitor (STAT5-I, 100 μM) applied to cultures 30 min prior to EPO administration. Inhibition of STAT5-I, 100 μM did not alter the ability of EPO to significantly phosphorylate (p-) p-PRAS40 with or without OGD exposure (\**P*\<0.01 vs. EPO; ^†^ *P*\<0.01 vs. EPO/OGD). In all cases above, each data point represents the mean and SD from 3 experiments.](pone.0045456.g007){#pone-0045456-g007}

Discussion {#s4}
==========

Neurodegenerative disease can lead to disability in multiple systems of the body [@pone.0045456-Caprara1], [@pone.0045456-Holopainen1], [@pone.0045456-Maiese4]. In addition, the release of reactive oxygen species during oxidative stress can significantly impact the onset and course of neurodegenerative disorders to influence the outcome of cerebral ischemia [@pone.0045456-Chong11], [@pone.0045456-Singh1], [@pone.0045456-Uzbay1], neurodevelopment [@pone.0045456-Ullah1], [@pone.0045456-Ullah2], inflammation [@pone.0045456-Kato1], [@pone.0045456-Kigerl1], [@pone.0045456-LEpiscopo1], [@pone.0045456-Shang4], [@pone.0045456-Shang5], and cognitive disorders [@pone.0045456-Shang2], [@pone.0045456-Hong1], [@pone.0045456-Liu1]. Novel therapeutic strategies such as EPO may offer great promise to develop new treatments for disease of the nervous system [@pone.0045456-Chong3], [@pone.0045456-Chong4], [@pone.0045456-Loeliger1], [@pone.0045456-Shang1], [@pone.0045456-Chong13], [@pone.0045456-Kollensperger1], [@pone.0045456-Kook1]. However, EPO is not without detrimental effects such as during hypertension [@pone.0045456-Ioka1], [@pone.0045456-Maiese5], vascular disease [@pone.0045456-Lanfranconi1], [@pone.0045456-Maiese6], [@pone.0045456-Mastromarino1], and cancer progression [@pone.0045456-Hardee1], [@pone.0045456-Hedley1], [@pone.0045456-Lombardero1], [@pone.0045456-Maiese7]. Therefore it is crucial to identify and target the cellular mechanisms of EPO that can provide robust cytoprotection without detrimental consequences.

We show that treatment with EPO in SH-SY5Y cells prevents cellular injury and apoptotic DNA degradation during exposure to OGD. This cellular protection by EPO is dependent upon the activity of mTOR and its signaling pathways. Prior studies have shown that oxidative stress can block the activity of mTOR signaling pathways to alter cell metabolism and longevity [@pone.0045456-Maiese2], [@pone.0045456-Chong9], [@pone.0045456-Wang5] as well as lead to cell death [@pone.0045456-Shang1], [@pone.0045456-Chen1], [@pone.0045456-Andreucci1]. In contrast, activation of mTOR during oxidative stress can result in cytoprotection [@pone.0045456-Shang1], [@pone.0045456-Chong8], [@pone.0045456-DiNardo1]. We show that administration of the mTOR inhibitor rapamycin or gene silencing of *mTOR* during EPO application significantly prevented cellular protection by EPO, illustrating that EPO relies upon the activation of mTOR to protect neurons against oxidative stress.

Consistent with prior studies that have demonstrated that EPO increases mTOR signaling in inflammatory cells [@pone.0045456-Shang1], [@pone.0045456-Shang2] and in osteoblastic phenotypes in human bone marrow stromal cells [@pone.0045456-Kim1], we illustrate that EPO in neuronal cells requires mTOR to phosphorylate p70S6K and 4EBP1. Phosphorylation of p70S6K activates this protein and can result in mRNA biogenesis, translation of ribosomal proteins, and cellular proliferation [@pone.0045456-Chong14], [@pone.0045456-Jastrzebski1]. In regards to 4EBP1, hypophosphorylation of 4EBP1 can block protein translation by allowing 4EBP1 to bind to the eukaryotic translation initiation factor 4 epsilon (eIF4E) through the eukaryotic translation initiation factor 4 gamma (eIF4G), a protein that transfers mRNA to ribosomes. Phosphorylation of 4EBP1 leads to the dissociation of 4EBP1 from eIF4E to allow eIF4G to begin mRNA translation [@pone.0045456-Chong9], [@pone.0045456-Bhandari1]. Prior studies have shown that mTOR depends upon the modulation of p70S6K and 4EBP1 to prevent cell death during apoptosis. Loss of mTOR signaling prevents phosphorylation of both p70S6K and 4EBP1 to lead to apoptosis [@pone.0045456-Hou2]. In non-neuronal cells of the nervous system, activation of p70S6K by mTOR in astrocytes is cytoprotective through expression of Bcl-2/Bcl-x~L~ expression to block BAD activity that can result in apoptosis [@pone.0045456-Pastor1]. Without significant mTOR activity, 4EBP1 binds to eIF4E that leads to the translation of apoptotic promoting proteins [@pone.0045456-Zhang2].

We also show that phosphorylation of mTOR, p70S6K, and 4EBP1 by EPO are dependent upon the PI 3-K/Akt pathways. Our studies demonstrate that EPO cannot directly phosphorylate mTOR, but requires the PI 3-K/Akt pathways to activate mTOR and phosphorylate p70S6K, and 4EBP1. Prior work has shown that cellular growth and protection can require the involvement of mTOR and the PI 3-K/Akt pathways [@pone.0045456-Sato1]. The PI 3-K/Akt pathways are principal mediators for cell survival [@pone.0045456-Chong15], [@pone.0045456-Fokas1], [@pone.0045456-Hou3], [@pone.0045456-Kang1], cellular metabolism [@pone.0045456-Chen2], [@pone.0045456-Deblon1], [@pone.0045456-Hou4], [@pone.0045456-Maiese8], and tumor progression [@pone.0045456-Chong16], [@pone.0045456-Chung1], [@pone.0045456-Janku1]. EPO also utilizes the PI 3-K/Akt pathway to advance cellular survival in multiple systems of the body [@pone.0045456-Chong4], [@pone.0045456-Chong5], [@pone.0045456-Chong6], [@pone.0045456-Takeyama1], [@pone.0045456-Xie1], [@pone.0045456-Eliopoulos1], [@pone.0045456-Shen1]. In addition, prior studies suggest that mTOR requires activation of the PI 3-K/Akt pathway to block apoptotic cell death [@pone.0045456-Shang1], [@pone.0045456-Shang2], [@pone.0045456-Hernandez1], [@pone.0045456-Magri1]. mTOR also in conjunction with the PI 3-K/Akt pathways can inactivate "pro-apoptotic" forkhead transcription factors to block cellular injury [@pone.0045456-Wang5], [@pone.0045456-Dormond1], [@pone.0045456-Maiese9].

Given that mTOR signaling through p70S6K and 4EBP1 forms an important component for EPO neuronal protection during oxidative stress, we examined the role of PRAS40 that blocks mTOR activity and prevents the binding of p70S6K and 4EBP1 to Raptor [@pone.0045456-Sancak1], [@pone.0045456-Wang1], [@pone.0045456-Wang2]. We show that gene silencing of *PRAS40* prevents both cellular injury and neuronal apoptosis during oxidative stress. Furthermore, gene silencing of *PRAS40* during EPO administration and OGD exposure enhanced cell survival and further reduced genomic DNA degradation to a greater extent than EPO alone, suggesting that EPO relies upon PRAS40 inhibition for cellular protection. This increased degree of protection by EPO during the loss of PRAS40 appears to be tied to the promotion of mTOR signaling for EPO, since gene silencing of *PRAS40* increased the phosphorylation of p-mTOR, p-p70S6K, and p-4EBP1 during EPO treatment. EPO also maintained the phosphorylation and inhibition of PRAS40 over a 24 hour course following OGD exposure to a significantly greater extent that during exposure to OGD alone. In other cell systems, phosphorylation of PRAS40 has resulted in decreased apoptotic cell death [@pone.0045456-Das1], [@pone.0045456-Kapoor1], [@pone.0045456-Wang3]. Loss of PRAS40 through gene silencing in HeLa cells also has been shown to prevent apoptosis against tumor necrosis factor and cyclohexamide [@pone.0045456-Thedieck1].

EPO controls PRAS40 activity through the post-translational phosphorylation of PRAS40 and the subcellular binding of PRAS40 to protein 14-3-3. However, EPO does not appear to directly control the post-translational phosphorylation of PRAS40, but requires activation of the PI 3-K/Akt pathway similar to the regulation of mTOR by EPO. We show that *in vitro* incubation of EPO with PRAS40 does not lead to phosphorylation of PRAS40. In contrast, co-administration of the PI 3-K inhibitors wortmannin or LY294002 or gene silencing of *Akt1* eliminated the ability of EPO to phosphorylate PRAS40, suggesting that EPO was dependent upon the PI 3-K/Akt pathways to phosphorylate PRAS40. Akt can phosphorylate threonine^246^ on PRAS40. This results in the dissociation of PRAS40 from mTORC1 [@pone.0045456-Sancak1] and the binding of PRAS40 to protein 14-3-3 to allow activation of mTOR signaling [@pone.0045456-Kovacina1], [@pone.0045456-VanderHaar1]. Consistent with these studies for PRAS40, we demonstrate that EPO also fosters the binding of phosphorylated PRAS40 to protein 14-3-3. Application of EPO with the PI 3-K inhibitors wortmannin or LY294002 significantly prevented phosphorylated PRAS40 binding to protein 14-3-3, illustrating that EPO also employed the PI 3-K pathway to compartmentalize PRAS40 in the cell with protein 14-3-3. Yet, treatment with rapamycin did not affect phosphorylated PRAS40 binding to protein 14-3-3 during EPO administration, further demonstrating that control of phosphorylated PRAS40 binding to protein 14-3-3 by was modulated at the level of the PI 3-K pathway.

Control of neuronal apoptosis by EPO involves suppression of caspase 3 activation through PRAS40 but not through ERK 1/2 or STAT5 pathways. Both the early and late phases of apoptotic cell injury can be the result of caspase 3 activation [@pone.0045456-Chong1], [@pone.0045456-Chung1], [@pone.0045456-Maiese10], [@pone.0045456-Sung1], [@pone.0045456-Troy1], [@pone.0045456-Wang6] and EPO has been shown to effectively control caspase activity [@pone.0045456-Chong4], [@pone.0045456-Chong5], [@pone.0045456-Hou1], [@pone.0045456-Chong12], [@pone.0045456-Canadillas1], [@pone.0045456-Dang1], [@pone.0045456-Wu1]. We show that loss of PRAS40 during transfection with PRAS40 siRNA significantly limits caspase 3 activation after OGD exposure. In addition, caspase 3 activation following OGD exposure is decreased to a greater degree by EPO during gene silencing of PRAS40 than with EPO alone, suggesting that PRAS40 controls caspase activation and mediates the ability of EPO to block caspase 3 activity. EPO also uses the pathways of ERK 1/2 and STAT5 to prevent apoptotic cell injury [@pone.0045456-Chong7], [@pone.0045456-Wang4], [@pone.0045456-Xie1]. Yet, we found that phosphorylation of PRAS40 by EPO was not associated with ERK 1/2 and STAT5, suggesting that ERK 1/2, STAT5, and PRAS40 represent independent cytoprotective pathways for EPO.

Our studies offer new insight into the neuroprotective pathways for EPO during OGD that can lead to oxidative stress. EPO prevents cell injury through activation of mTOR signaling and is dependent upon the inhibition of PRAS40 as vital regulatory pathway. EPO controls the mTOR signaling pathways of p70S6K, 4EBP1, and PRAS40 through PI 3-K and Akt. PRAS40 either alone or as a component of EPO signal transduction governs cell survival through caspase 3 activation that is independent of other cytoprotective pathways of EPO that involve ERK 1/2 and STAT5. Future studies that can further elucidate the role of PRAS40 and the ability of EPO to regulate this pathway may offer novel approaches for the treatment of a variety of multi-system disorders, such as those that involve neurodegeneration.
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